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            Spiralling Out of Control

         

         In 2020 we marked the 75th Anniversary of the end of the Second World War. This in many ‘liberal academics’ eyes was an ushering in of Liberal Democratic institutions and reconstruction both politically and physically of the shat­tered post-war world. We might argue that today, 76 years on, Liberal Democratic politics throughout the world has been in retreat in the face of popular right wing national­ism. Retreat, we might suggest, since the American invasion of Iraq in 2003, or it may even be argued that 9/11 was the punctuating point. We can discuss points in history over the last 30 years that define the post-Cold War period, but our argument is essentially that since the turn of the 21st century the post-Cold War Liberal Democratic ‘victory’ in 1989 has ended with the ‘West’, in so many different ways, squandering the opportunity that it was presented with, let alone undermining the world system of institutions estab­lished in the aftermath of the Second World War.

         These are controversial and debatable assertions, not least because having expressed them, the fact that 76 years on since the end of the Second World War we have not seen a war on a global scale like it, is in part a counterpoint to the argument that Liberal Democracy has failed. For all its momentary fury 2in Vietnam or Afghanistan, wars that were both horrific in their own important ways, the Cold War was essentially as its name suggests and therefore when the Berlin Wall came down in 1989 we might say it marked the end of nearly a hundred years of history. What a brave new world we faced in 1989.

         I was at school studying for my GCSEs in 1989 and the pro­found moment in history was not lost on my generation. That break from the pattern of great power rivalry and the victory of Western Liberal Democracy, as it was perceived by academics like Fukuyama, was a reflective moment in our lives. That’s why in such a visceral way the betrayal of that optimism, the misplaced faith in unfettered neoliberal market capitalism and the moralising that followed the fall of the Berlin Wall seems so much truer in 2021 with the benefit of hindsight.

         In the last ten years or so, since the economic ‘crash’ of 2008, we have seen a period punctuated by a battle over ‘globalism’ between and within countries around the planet. The Cambridge Dictionary defines Globalism as:

         
            “The idea that events in one country cannot be separated from those in another and that economic and foreign policy should be planned in an international way.”1

         

         Gideon Rachman writing in the Financial Times (FT) in October 2018 suggests a very important distinction:

         
            “The difference between globalisation and globalism might seem obscure and unimportant, but it matters. Globalisation is a word used by economists to describe international flows of trade, investment and people. Globalism is a word used  3by demagogues to suggest that globalisation is not a process but an ideology — an evil plan, pushed by a shadowy crowd of people called “globalists”.”2 

         

         Understanding globalisation, Thomas Friedman argues, is crucial to understanding the modern world. Friedman’s work on globalisation examines the context of the modern era and suggests that there have been:

         
            “…three great eras of globalisation. The first lasted from 1492 – when Columbus set sail, opening trade between the Old World and the New World – until around 1800. I would call this era Globalisation 1.0. 

            The second great era, Globalisation 2.0, lasted roughly from 1800 to 2000, interrupted by the Great Depression and World Wars 1 and 2. 

            …right around the year 2000 we entered a whole new era: Globalisation 3.0. Globalisation is shrinking the world from a size small to a size tiny and flattening the playing field at the same time.”3

         

         Vincent Cable contends that in the vast and multidisci­plinary literature which has grown dramatically over the last 30 years, the term globalisation has become a ‘portman­teau’, meaning a linguistic blend of description, approval or abuse meaning many different things.4

         4David Held and Anthony McGrew suggest that:

         
            “‘No single universally agreed definition of globalization exists. As with all core concepts in the social sciences its precise meaning remains contested. Globalization has been variously conceived as action at a distance; time-space com­pression; accelerating interdependence; a shrinking world; and, among other concepts, global integration, the reorder­ing of inter-regional power relations, consciousness of the global condition and the intensification of inter-regional interconnectedness.”5

         

         It does not matter what level or state, regional or supra­national, Held and McGrew are arguing about. It is the relationship between those levels and among the actors operating on those levels that defines the idea of globali­sation. Globalisation is about interconnected relationships. Held and McGrew continue to argue:

         
            “The phenomenon of globalization – whether real or illu­sory – has captured the public imagination. In an epoch of profound and unsettling global change, in which traditional ideologies and grand theories appear to offer little purchase on the world, the idea of globalisation has acquired the mantel of the new paradigm… 

            But it was not until the 1960s and early 1970s that the term ‘globalization’ was actually used.”6

         

         They look at a ‘golden age’ of rapidly expanding political and economic interdependence that challenged the traditional 5separation of external and internal, domestic and foreign, affairs. They describe the growing interconnectedness of modern society as defining the idea of globalisation.7 

         From a religious point of view the Rev. Robert Sirico wrote about globalisation as a phenomenon:

         
            “The technological revolution and social dimensions of modernity have made this increased interconnectedness possible. Advancements in technology have made quick and radical improvements in communication and transportation capabilities. The social dimension of modernity contributes the assertion that because all men and women are equally valuable, they should be free from unfulfilling constraints imposed by other persons or the state. These technological capacities and the freedom to develop and use them promise to enhance the potential for integral human development by promoting authentic development in at least the areas of economics, politics, and culture”8

         

         The overlap with technology and its impact in the modern era on society is emphasised by Sirico. It is the all-encom­passing nature of these concepts that makes any clear and agreed definition almost impossible. Different academics see globalisation from so many differing perspectives. Jean-Luc Blondel, writing in the International Review of the Red Cross, argues:

         
            “Globalization is both a fact of life, principally in economics, technology and communication, and an international view of the world. It needs to be considered in terms of its inherent  6ambivalence and contradictions: it can, for instance, pro­mote cultural and scientific exchange, but it also facilitates coordination between criminal organizations; through the dissemination of human rights it may help to give greater freedom, but may also destroy cultures or inflict damage on traditional economies.”9 

         

         Globalisation is the interconnectedness of modern societies and individuals in different forms of group, such as the state, the multi-national company, the pressure group, the reli­gious group, the community. How people choose to interact with others reflects a dimension of globalisation. Friedman’s analysis is helpful in that it challenges how people relate to each other and how the communication information age has altered the relationship of the individual to the state and government.

         The debates about globalisation attempt to define and grasp the meaning of change over the last 30 years. It is the attempt to categorise and analyse the post-Cold War world and early part of this new century that leads to new theories about what is perceived to be occurring. It also reflects the insecurity and the security, depending on the perspective taken, that defines the context of the post-Cold War era and the early part of this new century. People can see globali­sation as a positive reflection of society and its strengths in the 21st century, the liberal perspective; or, as a threat that challenges the security of the individual, the community and the state, the populist perspective.

         The implications of all of this for Liberal Democracy have 7been profound, not least because Liberal Democracies have struggled to offer solutions to the social, political and eco­nomic challenges we have faced created by ‘globalisation’ and mainstream governments been accused of promoting ‘globalism’ at the expense of their populations. 

         Rachman also identifies:

         
            “It is not just the radical right that attacks globalisation as an elite project. Many on the left have long argued that the international trading system is designed by the rich and harms ordinary people.”10

         

         The end of the Cold War in 1989 ushered in a period of hope and renewal, just as the end of the Second World War reset the world order in new systems and institutions. That post-Cold War period was shattered by the events of 9/11 and America’s headlong descent into the subsequent Iraq War. These key events coupled with the Arab Spring upris­ings, the growing power of China and the economic decline of Western global predominance, which was itself shattered by the crash of 2008, has all transformed our political and global environment. It might be reasonable to say that the Liberal Democratic hope of people stood atop the Berlin Wall in 1989 looks very different today in a very different world.

         There is a need now more than ever to reassess the situation and define a new ‘Grand Strategy’ for Liberal Democracy. One rooted in the values and base principles of Western society focused through a re-examination of the ideas contained in the Magna Carta, the American Constitution, 8embedded in British Rule of Law and representative democ­racy, as well as universal human rights – there is a need, we might argue, to rediscover the radicalism of these values interpreted in the modern context to guide us looking for­ward. To re-establish a Liberal Democratic Grand Strategy fit for our age. We are not talking about purely British values, these ideas are not the property of any nation state, but the ideas we will explore should underpin a renewal in Britain of our Liberal Democracy and that in the current crises in politics, health, economics, world security and environmental catastrophe is fundamental. 

         We will explore six principles that we argue should under­pin a renewal of Liberal Democracy:

         
	The Rule of Law

            	Democracy and Subsidiarity

            	Universal Rights and Freedoms

            	Equality and Social Justice

            	Opportunity and Economic Security

            	Environmental Sustainability

         

This is a battle to redefine Liberal Democracy, to use the base ideas to generate a new contract between people. The issue is not that Liberal Democracy has failed, it would be an introspective self-indulgence to try and save the post Second World War Liberal Democratic world as we have known it. Those that have tried to hold on to what was once predominant have failed. The Social-Liberal elites of Western democracies have become disconnected and lack credibility. The defeat of Hillary Clinton and of Gordon Brown was more profound than merely politicians losing elections. They lost the battle to forces which further under­mined the ‘progress’ society has made since the Second 9World War. Having tried to tame the neoliberal economic beast unleashed in the 1970s they were consumed by it and became the footnote to the ultimate debasement of the post Second World War era of ‘progress’ embodied by the election of Donald Trump in 2016. Whether we discuss ‘culture wars’, ‘austerity’, or ‘identity politics’ – proponents of Liberal Democracy must address the future not the past. Therefore, the documents we refer to, Magna Carta or the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR), are not in-of-themselves the answer, it’s the ideas they contain that need renewing in a modern context to reinvigorate modern 21st century Liberal Democracy.

         That America has a new President is not enough. Simply winning an election doesn’t change the trajectory of the nation. It doesn’t stop the politics of the far-right. America is at a juncture, a waypoint in its history. America has a choice to make beyond simply who is President.

         No state or democracy is preordained to last forever, but the greatest democratic experiment is crying out for renewal, for a sense of identity in the 21st Century. Founded on the idealism of liberal radicals 245 years ago, America deserves to be understood.

         America needs to face its demons and move forward con­fident in its own self-awareness. It needs to put the Trump years behind it as the aberration it was.

         This is a rallying call to Liberals who cannot sit back now. Now comes the hard part. The ultra-conservatives and white supremacists will circle their wagons, lick their wounds and these populists will come back for another go. The Fox News agenda coupled with the corrupted Republican Party 10will do everything they can to derail American democracy.

         There has been such a vacuum of leadership that President Biden now has to show his quality, bind the wounds of the nation and work with moderate Republicans and all Democrats.

         One of the biggest geopolitical arguments taking place is about the realignment of power in the context of the re-emergence of China and India. The rise of these tradi­tional global powers and their return to global significance against the backdrop of Western decline is a whole theme of International Political study in-of-itself.

         For this analysis it is a central point of why redefining Liberal Democracy is so important. It is easy for the Western popu­lists to slip into a diatribe of xenophobia against China and India. That misses the point, the fact that China and India are strong is not straightforwardly a bad thing. It is bad that the ‘West’ is weak. The ‘West’ turning to populist leaders like Trump and Johnson is a sign of fear and weakness, that is what any renewal of Liberal Democracy has to deal with.

         The ‘West’ must be confident if it is to meet the challenge of China, drawing them into a relationship of mutual gain not a competitive cold war. Meeting China head-on in a traditional great power rivalry would be a serious risk and miscalculation, when better strategies may be more appro­priate. Understanding Chinese strategy and undercutting it with an equally considered approach is required. Proponents of Liberal Democracy need to extol strength in values that draw China into a relationship the Chinese need. We need to understand China in order to better tackle Xi Jinping’s authoritarianism.11

         To paraphrase Edward Luce in his book The Retreat of Western Liberalism11, politics in the ‘West’ has not been competent at understanding on the one hand the internal political and economic problems presented by the realign­ment of power in the world, alongside the rise of national­ism and populism, and the way the wider mass populations of the ‘West’ have been failed while at the same time those same politicians have compounded the problems with pol­icies that perpetuate the decline. To assert failure is again highly contestable given relative affluence in the ‘West’ set against a global context, but the failure of Western govern­ments perceived by their peoples is an important point we will discuss.

         Politics needs both a mainstream left and right perspective, rooted in common agreement about the fundamental values we all share, we argue to establish a new era of ‘progress’. The policies of the neoliberals in the late 1970s and 1980s, that resulted in breaking the economic consensus established after the Second World War, they believed would unleash prosperity for all. The Brexiteers and free-marketeers inside the Tory Party and on the far right still hold to the view of the predominance of the free market and how it has never been truly unleashed. They thoroughly misunderstand that unlocking the consensus was not a positive action, it had far reaching consequences beyond purely economics. It began a decline in respect for people and an adoration of capital­ism. People were there to serve capitalism in the neoliberal perspective, capitalism was not there to serve people. In the world they unleashed, space was created for the likes of the far right and populists to regain credibility and redefine themselves free from the baggage of the Second World War. 12 What they unleashed in the 1980s embodied by Thatcher and Reagan, but grew into the Republican and Conservative parties we know today influenced by the likes of UKIP, the Brexit Party, the Tea Party and the Federalists. The far right has found new form and are again politically acceptable which is deeply disturbing given the lessons of history that we mark in this 76th anniversary year of Peace in Europe following the Second World War. The Alt-Right, that has emerged over the last decade, is just as complicated and centrally structureless as the ‘left’, so it is a terribly difficult thing to explain at the best of times. There is no one Alt-Right or far-right and it would be a major mistake to try and homogenise them. 

         There is, however, something fundamental going on in soci­ety where the ‘right’ in all its forms has gained and, in some places, succeeded through the democratic process, only to further undermine the democratic process from a position of power. Look at an American election rally for Donald Trump and see people chanting ‘Lock her up’, or ‘Make America Great Again’. Trump, we can argue, sowed social division in such a way that he has undermined democracy in America which is as startling as it is deeply worrying. The Republicans’ apparent efforts, we might suggest, to supress voting are thoroughly shocking given the fact they are the party of Abraham Lincoln.

         Take the Brexit slogan of ‘take back control’. We might even look at Viktor Orbán’s Hungarian brand of authoritarian­ism, or the rise of Auf Deutschland. Each has in different ways connected with people beyond the fringe political movements that spawned them. We could argue that the likes of Farage, Trump, Cummings and Bannon have had a dramatic effect on the Republican and Conservative 13parties, fuelled by the electorate’s disconnection from the institutions and politics of the mainstream.

         Edward Luce argues that:

         
            “Unlike during the early Industrial Revolution, today’s poor are not intentionally displaced. Instead they are being silently priced out of their homes…. More of Britain’s poor live in suburbia or ‘slumburbia’ than in the cities nowadays. This is creating a new kind of poverty, were the poor are increasingly pushed out of sight…. The West’s metropolises are in the midst of a grand renaissance. These knowledge hubs and global cities that have more in common with their international counterparts than with their national hinter­lands. Anyone who doubted this was disabused in 2016. Almost two thirds of London voted to stay in the European Union. The rest of England and Wales disagreed.”12

         

         Inside major powers like France, Germany, America and the UK the questions of what the ‘left’ and ‘right’ stand for and how they connect to the world we live in are fundamen­tal. Even deeper are questions about democracy itself and the institutions established in the post-Second World War world which now appear anachronistic in the face of the populist onslaught. The established political order that has held sway for 76 years or more is being challenged as never before by a reactionary populism that has taken over much of the conservative wing of Western politics and sought to recast the political landscape we thought we knew, not just on the right but as a consequence also on the left.

         Winston Churchill is often rolled out as the poster hero for British Conservatives. The current Prime Minister 14 Boris Johnson, it might be suggested, passes himself off as a ‘Churchillian’ tribute act, but as with all imitations, his pales in comparison to the original. While Boris was the cheerleader for Brexit and the campaign to leave the European Union draped itself in jingoistic flag-waving nationalism, they missed the fundamental lesson Churchill extolled in post-World War Europe and forget he was a Liberal before he became a Tory: 

         
            “We must rise to a level higher than the grievous injuries we have suffered or the deep hatreds they have caused. Old feuds must die. Territorial ambitions must be set aside. National rivalries must be confined to the question as to who can render the most distinguished service to the common cause, moreover we must take all necessary steps and particular precautions to make sure that we have the power and the time to carry out this transformation of the western world. Much of this of course belongs to the responsibilities of the chosen governments responsible in so many countries. But we have gathered together at The Hague, to proclaim here and to all the world the mission, the aim and the design of a United Europe, whose moral conceptions will win the respect and gratitude of mankind and whose physical strength will be such that none will dare molest her tranquil sway.”13

         

         This is the radicalism we need to rediscover, to make real in people’s minds the true context of our modern era, a mes­sage that speaks to the issues people face today grounded in the values so eloquently espoused by Churchill. We should acknowledge that Churchill is a highly complex historical figure and his legacy is deeply problematic.

         15 I was a member of the Labour Party for 25 years, a Labour Councillor for 18 years, twice a Parliamentary candidate and in all those years without fail I pounded the streets door knocking and campaigning for the party and values that I believed in and still do.

         Over the last ten years the seeds of Labour’s current malaise were sown by Ed Miliband and the subsequent internal party nightmare he was responsible for creating, fulfilled by the Corbynistas who took over the party in 2015. We need to be careful when using the term Corbynista because what do we mean? In this analysis we make the distinction between supporters of Corbyn and Corbynistas, who we define as the core party activists and Corbyn’s inner circle. Corbyn, we might argue, gained support for the Labour movement from people who rallied for all their various reasons around his election as party leader in 2015. There was not one single view or platform they endorsed, they were as divided as the wider ‘left’, indeed the wider ‘left’ beyond the Labour Party rejected Corbyn. Inside the Party his leadership could be described as ‘cult’-like, an adoration of what people each in turn felt he stood for. Anyone who criticised him was hounded and abused with a puritanism and zeal by his devotees.

         While Corbyn succeeded in motivating many young people his coalition was unstable because his politics was grounded in a time long before many of his supporters were born. Many young people on the left were Remainers, interna­tionalists more so, and his reticence on Brexit from his own position as a ‘Bennite’, undermined his appeal. You can chart his decline from 2015 through the failure to connect and cement a place for these young people in the movement, rather his focus we suggest was on old battles. 16
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